Kiss the Fish by Lancaster, Michael
CutBank 
Volume 1 
Issue 41 CutBank 41 Article 7 
Winter 1994 
Kiss the Fish 
Michael Lancaster 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cutbank 
 Part of the Creative Writing Commons 
Let us know how access to this document benefits you. 
Recommended Citation 
Lancaster, Michael (1994) "Kiss the Fish," CutBank: Vol. 1 : Iss. 41 , Article 7. 
Available at: https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cutbank/vol1/iss41/7 
This Prose is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks at University of Montana. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in CutBank by an authorized editor of ScholarWorks at University of Montana. For more 
information, please contact scholarworks@mso.umt.edu. 
M ic h a e l  Lancas te r
Kiss the  Fish
The  boy, Jesse, r ides  in  back w i t h  t h e  f i s h i n g  poles,  
h u d d l i n g  c lose to  t h e  cab to  keep  o u t  o f  t h e  w i n d .  T i n y  
shaved f lakes  o f  d r y  A p r i l  s n o w  d r i f t  s lo w ly ,  h a r d l y  
fa l l in g ,  on lazy c u r r e n t s  o f  a i r ;  t h e  sun, b r e a k in g  
t h r o u g h  th e  c louds, sh ines  i n t o  th e  c any o n  and tu rn s  th e  
f lakes s i l ver .  Jesse’s fa the r ,  W a l t ,  d r ives  in  t h e  loose 
g rave l  at  t h e  s ide o f  th e  road to  keep  o f f  t h e  w a shboa rd  
w h i l e  h is  best f r i e n d  N i c k  sips a m o r n i n g  beer  and 
w a tc h e s  th e  c reek .
N ic k  spots m o v e m e n t  in  t h e  ta l l  grass on th e  fa r  side 
o f  th e  s t re a m — th e  w h i t e  f l i c k  o f  a f a w n ’s t a i l — and h e ’s 
r e l ie v ed  at th e  c han c e  to  b reak  t h e  s i lence.
‘‘ Deer , ’’ N i c k  says. “ T w o  o f  t h e m .  W h i t e t a i l . ’’
W a l t  stops th e  t r u c k  and raps on th e  glass to  ge t  t h e  
b o y ’s a t t e n t i o n .  He ges tu res  t o w a r d  th e  deer.  Jesse 
looks in  t h a t  d i r e c t i o n ,  h is  face b lank ,  h is  m o u t h  open.  
Today is th e  last o f  t h r e e  days o f  f i s h in g ,  and Jesse s t i l l  
hasn ’ t c a u g h t  one.
W a l t  shou ts  so th e  boy can hear  h im  t h r o u g h  th e  
glass. He jabs h is  f i n g e r  t o w a r d  t h e  c reek ,  bu t  th e  boy 
shakes his head.
"1 te l l  you, N ic k ,  1 c a n ’ t be l ie ve  h i m  som et im es .  N o w  
w a tc h .  H e ’ ll say he saw t h e m . ”
W a l t  ro l l s  d o w n  his  w i n d o w  and leans his  head ou t .  
“ See those deer?”
“ Yeah . ”
“ H o w  m any? ”
C ut  B a n k • 5
Jesse ’s m o u t h  h a n g s  o p e n  a g a in .  He w e a r s  h is  D odgers  
cap  back  on  his  head ,  his  h a i r  s h e a r e d  c lose  on  t h e  s ides 
w i t h  a tu f t  on  top  t h a t  falls ac ross  h is  f o r e h e a d .  He looks  
back  to w a r d  t h e  c r e e k .
“T h r e e , ” h e  says.
W a l t  pu lls  his  h e a d  in an d  g iv e s  N ick  a look,  ra ised  
e y e b r o w s  and  p u r s e d  lips, an  e x p r e s s i o n  Nick  has  s een  
a h u n d r e d  t i m e s  in bars  w h e n  a d r u n k  says s o m e t h i n g  
W a l t  f inds  a s in in e .  N ick  sh rugs .  W h a t  d i f f e r e n c e  does  
it m a k e  if t h e  boy c a n ’t spo t  dee r?  h e  t h i n k s .  H e ’s 
t e m p t e d  to  tell  W a l t  to ease  off, b u t  h e  d o e s n ’t w a n t  to 
m a k e  t h i n g s  w orse .  W a l t  pops  t h e  c l u t c h  a n d  Jesse has  
to h a n g  on.  T h e  d e e r  lift t h e i r  h e a d s  a n d  s t a r e  as t h e  
t r u c k  t h r o w s  g rave l  an d  r u m b l e s  aw ay .
W a l t  has  his  son for  a w e e k  th i s  year ,  s p r i n g  v a c a t io n .  
He d ca l led  Nick  t h e  n i g h t  b e fo re  t h e  boy w as  to a r r ive ,  
told h im  h e ’d f inal ly  f i g u r e d  o u t  w h a t  h e  co u ld  do for  
Jesse t h a t  t h e  b o y ’s s t e p - f a t h e r  c o u l d n ’t: t e a c h  h i m  to 
fish. “ Not  c r a p p i e  o r  p e r c h  o r  w h a t e v e r  t h e y  c a t c h  in 
Ca l iforn ia ,  W a l t  said. “ I’m t a l k i n g  r a in b o w s ,  G e r m a n  
b row ns ."
Once ,  w h e n  W a l t  w as  still m a r r i e d  to Bet ty,  h e  an d  
Nick  had  t a k e n  Jesse f ish ing ,  b u t  t h e  boy h a d  b e e n  
d i s t r a c t e d  by c h i p m u n k s  an d  an th i l l s .  D id n ’t h a v e  t h e  
p a t i e n c e  to p u r s u e  s o m e t h i n g  h e  c o u l d n ’t see.  T h a t  w as  
five y ea rs  ago, w h e n  Jesse had  b e e n  a d e l i c a t e  l i t t l e  boy  
w i t h  his  m o t h e r ’s fea tu res .
It 11 be d i f f e r e n t  th i s  t i m e , ” W a l t  had  p r o m i s e d .  “T h e  
boy s g o t  f i s h in g  in his  blood.  He ju s t  d o e s n ’t k n o w  it 
yet ."
A d u s t i n g  of  s n o w  c o v e r s  t h e  trai l  d o w n  to t h e  w a te r ,  
u n m a r r e d  by f o o tp r i n t s  of  o t h e r  f i s h e r m e n .  T h e y  p u t  
Jesse on  t h e  bes t  hole,  a s m o o t h  s t r e t c h  of  d e e p  w a t e r  
b e h i n d  a h u g e  bou lde r.  T h e  ro c k s  in th i s  s e c t i o n  of  t h e
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c reek  are g rey ,  round ,  r i s i n g  f r o m  th e  da rk  w a t e r  l i k e  
the  haunches  o f  e lephan ts .  On e i t h e r  side o f  t h e  s t ream 
th e  c any o n  wa l l s  r ise sharp ly ,  vast  ta lus slopes o f  g re y  
rock  f a n n i n g  o u t  benea th  th e  e v e rg re e n s  th a t  c l i n g  to  
th e  r i d g e - t o p s .
" T h r o w  i t  to  t h e  end  o f  t h e  pool ,  t h e n  s ta r t  r e e l i n g . ” 
W a l t  says. " I f  you  d o n ’ t ge t  a s t r i k e  a f te r  f i v e  o r  s ix  casts, 
m ove  d o w n s t r e a m . ”
W a l t  w a lk s  up t h e  c re e k  to t h e  n e x t  ho le .  N i c k  heads 
th e  o pp os i te  d i r e c t i o n ,  th e  boy b e tw e e n  th e m .  Jesse, 
le f t  a lone, t h r o w s  a c o u p le  sho r t  casts be fo re  a loop 
tang les  his ree l .  H e ’s p u l l i n g  on  t h e  bal l  o f  l i n e  w h e n  
N ic k  hoo k s  a f ish.
“ G o t  o n e . ” N i c k ’s po le  arcs t o w a r d  t h e  s t ream, t h e  t i p  
j e r k i n g  d o w n w a r d .  T h e  t r o u t  b reaks  w a te r  t r y i n g  to  
shake loose th e  lu re ,  t h e n  m akes  a s ho r t  ru n  w i t h  th e  
c u r r e n t .  N i c k  reels in  s tead i ly ,  g a i n i n g  l i n e  as th e  f ish 
t i res,  b r i n g i n g  i t  to  shore.  He rem oves  th e  h oo ks  and 
ho lds  th e  f ish so W a l t  and Jesse can see be fo re  he  puts  
i t  back in  t h e  co ld  w a te r .  T h e  f ish  w o r k s  i t s  g i l l s ,  t h e n  
w r i g g l e s  ou t  o f  N i c k ’s hand.
" H o w  big?" Jesse shouts.
“ Fou r teen ,  m aybe  f i f t e e n , ” N i c k  answers.  " R a i n b o w . ”
W a l t  w o r k s  f a r t h e r  ups t ream .  A f e w  m o re  casts, th e n  
he scramb les  h a l fw a y  up th e  bank  w h e r e  he  sits on  a 
r ock  and takes a beer  f r o m  h is  vest . W a l t  raises th e  can 
in a k i n d  o f  salute,  and N i c k  nods and p o in t s  at Jesse, 
w h ose  l i n e  is s t i l l  ou t  o f  th e  w a te r ,  t h e  ta n g le  g r o w n  to  
t h e  s ize o f  a f is t .  N i c k  rests his  po le  on th e  rocks  and 
goes to  h e lp  t h e  boy.
"Jeez, t h is  s tu p id  re e l , ” Jesse says w h e n  N ic k  takes his  
rod.
"Y o u  have to  m a k e  sure you d o n ’ t have a loop w h e n  
you cast ,” N i c k  says. “ I f  you cast w i t h  a loop, t h is  is w h a t
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you g e t . ”
“Did tha t  fish figh t  a lot?” Jesse asks.
“ It was okay .”
“Man, I hope  I ca tch  one."
“You will," Nick says. “You just  have  to k e ep  at it. And 
l isten to w h a t  your dad and I tell you .”
Nick holds one  sec tion of l ine  apar t  from th e  res t  and  
pulls th e  lure  th ro u g h  a loop. He w o rk s  at it un t i l  t h e  
tang le  is g one  and gives th e  rod back to Jesse.
“ Now, I w an t  you to c h ec k  it every  t im e  you cast  to 
m ake  sure t h e r e ’s no loop," Nick says. “You k n o w  w h a t  
I mean?"
Jesse nods. He e x a m in e s  his reel  before  h e  casts back 
in to  th e  hole.
Nick looks up th e  s t ream  at Walt ,  w h o se  head  is t i l ted  
back benea th  th e  beer  can. If he  w e r e  Wal t ,  Nick 
th inks ,  h e ’d be g iv ing  th e  boy these  lessons himself .  If 
he  w e re  Wal t ,  well, he  tr ies  to im a g in e  h o w  it would  
feel to be in W a l t ’s si tuation,  to have  a son you saw once  
a year, somebody e lse ’s son for f i f ty -o n e  w e e k s  ou t  of 
f i f ty- two.  You m ig h t  tell h im  to c h ec k  for loops in his 
line, but h e ’d forget  by th e  n e x t  t im e  you saw him. You 
d id n ’t k n o w  w h e n  he  was small th a t  y o u ’d only  have  a 
few years to m ak e  your mark ,  so you d i d n ’t use th e  t im e  
like you could have, and th e n  th e  boy and his m o t h e r  are  
gone,  dow n  to Cal ifornia for a fresh s tar t  w h e r e  she finds 
a n e w  man, a man y o u ’ve n e v e r  met,  w h o  g e t s  to s leep 
wi th  your wife and raise your  son.
V\ alt hops from rock to rock, c o m i n g  to w a rd  them ,  
his pole in one  hand, a beer  in th e  o the r .  He po in ts  
across th e  s tream tow ard  th e  s teep  cliffs of th e  far 
canyon wall, th e  p ines  and firs c l i n g in g  to th e  rocky  
slope, spires of gray  rock r is ing  from th e  g re e n .
“Hawk,” W al t  says, and th e y  w a tch  th e  black speck
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sp ira l  above th e  c l i f f s ,  g r o w i n g  sm a l le r  w i t h  each 
re v o lu t i o n .
“ H o w  can you te l l? ” Jesse asks.
" I  d o n ’ t k n o w .  You jus t  can , ” W a l t  says. “ O nce  y o u ’ve 
seen e n o u g h  o f  t h e m . ” He raises h is  beer  can, w a gg les  
i t  and takes a d r i n k .  “ Eagles are b i g g e r . ”
“ Yeah, and spa r row s  are s m a l le r , ” N i c k  says. He w i n k s  
at Jesse and th e  boy  spu t te rs  la u g h te r .
“ And  t u r k e y s  w e a r  f u n n y  h a i r c u ts  and ge t  t h e i r  l i n e  
tang led , "  W a l t  says.
" A n d  t h e y  d o n ’ t ca tch  any  f i s h , ” N i c k  says.
“ N o p e , ” W a l t  says. “ Eagles, osprey ,  n o w  those b i rds  
ca tch  f ish.  Those are coo l  b i rds.  But t u r k e y s — ”
“ W e  eat t u rk e y s , "  N i c k  says.
“ And  th is  o n e ’s g e t t i n g  n ic e  and p l u m p . ” W a l t  pokes 
Jesse in th e  r ibs  and ho lds  h i m  u n t i l  t h e  boy squ i rm s  
away.
“ K n o c k  i t  o f f , "  Jesse says.
“ K n o c k  i t  o f f , ” m im ic s  W a l t .  He d rops  i n t o  t h e  pose 
o f  a f i g h t e r ,  t o w e r i n g  ove r  Jesse even in h is  c ro u c h .  He 
shuf f les  his  feet ,  t h r o w s  absurd p un c hes  at t h e  sky.  th e  
g rou  nd.
“ C ’m o n .  P u t ’em up. P u t ' e m  up. Let 's see w h a t  y o u ’ve 
g o t . ”
Jesse f i n a l l y  laughs. He e m u la te s  his  f a t h e r ’s stance, 
raises his  f is ts and dances at t h e  w a t e r ’s edge. He steps 
b a c k w a rd  each t i m e  W a l t  steps t o w a r d  h im ,  steps 
f o r w a r d  w h e n e v e r  W a l t  steps back.
“ I ’m gon na  beat t h e  c rap  o u t  o f  bo th  o f  you i f  you  d o n ’ t 
se t t le  d o w n , "  N i c k  says. “ A re  w e  he re  to  f ish o r  f i g h t? ”
"F is h , ” Jesse shouts.
“ F ish, ” W a l t  says.
“ A l l  r i g h t ,  t h e n , ” N i c k  says. “ L e t ’s ge t  in  th e  t r u c k  and 
go . ”
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Th e  c louds  W a l t  ins i s t ed  wou l d  be b u r n e d  off by noo n  
b un ch  t h i c k e r  now,  and  t h e  b r e e z e  b i t es  s t r o n g e r .  At 
t h e  n e x t  hole,  t h e y  fish unt i l  Jesse b r e ak s  hi s  l ine.  W a l t  
he lps  h i m t ie  on a n e w  lure  and  t h e y  c l i mb  t h e  b ank  to 
t h e  t r u c k  and  pi le  t h e i r  g e a r  in t h e  back.  Jesse s t ands  
n e x t  to t h e  t a i l ga t e  s t a r i n g  at t h e  g r o u n d ,  s w a y i n g  
sl ight ly,  his  m o u t h  o pen .
“G e t t i n g  cold,  Jpss?” Nick asks.
“Kind of .”
“ He re . ” Nick tosses  h i m a pa i r  of wool  gloves.  “ Put  
t h e se  o n . ”
The  b o y ’s lip sh iver s  as h e  pul ls  on t h e  gloves.
“W h y  d o n ’t you r i de  up f ron t  for a w h i l e , ” Nick says, 
jesse c l imbs  in and scoots  n e x t  to his  dad.  I t ’s t i g h t  w i t h  
t he  t h r e e  of t h e m  inside,  W a l t  h u n c h e d  o ve r  t h e  w hee l ,  
jesse in t h e  middle ,  N i c k ’s a r m s t r e t c h e d  b e h i n d  t h e  
b o y ’s neck .
“About  t i me  you c a u g h t  a fish, d o n ’t you t h i n k ? ” 
N i c k ’s voice  is gruff,  t eas ing .  Jesse d o e s n ’t a n s we r ,  but  
h e  g r i n s  l ike h e ’s t r y i n g  to t h i n k  of s o m e t h i n g  s ma r t  to 
say.
“So, you g o n n a  kiss t ha t  fish w h e n  you c a t c h  i t?” Nick 
asks.
He s t ares  at  t h e  boy unt i l  Jesse smiles .
“No.”
VV ha t  do you mean ,  ‘No ? I t ’s a rule,  man .  You g o t t a  
kiss your  first  fish of t h e  season.  Didn t you see m e  kiss 
tha t  first  o n e  I c a u g h t  t h e  o t h e r  day?”
“No.” Jesse c a n ’t k e e p  f rom l au g h i ng .
Right  before  I t u r n e d  h i m  loose.  I gave  h i m  a big 
smack  on t h e  lips. Right ,  W a l t ? ”
Everybody  k n o w s  you have  to kiss t h e  fi rst  f i sh.”
“You d i dn ' t  kiss yours ,  Dad.”
V\ hat do you mean?  Hell yes,  I did.  Anyway ,  if you
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d o n ’ t ge t  y o u r  ac t  t o g e t h e r  soon, you  w o n ' t  have to  
w o r r y  abo u t  i t .  Y o u ’ re  in  M o n t a n a  n o w ,  son. I f  you  c a n ’t 
ca tch  a f ish  here .  I d o n ’ t k n o w  w h a t ’s le f t .  W h e r e  else 
can w e  go? Alaska?”
W a l t  laughs  a f te r  he  says th is ,  and Jesse laughs  a long .  
“ Seems l i k e  t h e r e  w e r e  m o r e  f ish  to  c a tc h  w h e n  I was 
a k i d . ” W a l t  says. “ I r e m e m b e r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  m y  dad 
to o k  m e  s t ream  f i s h in g ,  on  M anas tash  C reek . '
N i c k  has hea rd  t h i s  s to ry  be fore .
“ Dad had a l re a d y  f i l l e d  h is  l i m i t ,  so he  s ta r ted  t h r o w ­
i n g  f ish  across t h e  s t ream  fo r  m e  to  t h re a d  o n t o  m y  
s t r i n g e r .  H e ’d lob a b r o o k  t r o u t  o n t o  t h e  ban k  and I ’d 
t r y  to  b lo c k  i ts p a th  to  t h e  w a te r .  I was d o w n  on m y  
knees,  s m o t h e r i n g  t h e  f ish aga ins t  t h e  deep  grass w i t h  
b o th  hands.  Just as I ’d ge t  o n e  u n d e r  c o n t r o l ,  a n o th e r  
w o u ld  c o m e  s a i l i n g  o v e r  t h e  w a te r .  I ’d see a d a rk  shape 
aga ins t  t h e  sun o n e  second,  t h e n  a f ish  w o u ld  land f l i p -  
f l o p p i n g  on t h e  bank .  He was c a t c h i n g  t h e m  as fast  as 
1 c o u ld  s t r i n g  t h e m .  W e  to o k  h o m e  t w o  l im i t s ,  f r i e d  
t h e m  up w i t h  some b u t t e r  and on ions .  N o w  e v e r y t h i n g ’s 
c a tch  and re lease. ”
W a l t  stops as i f  t h e  s to ry  needs no m o r e  e x p l a n a t i o n .  
“ H o w  m a n y  d id  you  ca tc h  t h a t  day?" Jesse asks.
“ I d o n ’ t k n o w , ” W a l t  says. “ I t  d o e s n ’ t m a t t e r  h o w  
m a n y  I c a u g h t .  T h e  p o i n t  is t h e r e  w e r e  m o r e  f ish  back 
th e n .  F i s h in g  was d i f f e r e n t . ”
T h e y  le t  Jesse o f f  to  f ish a h o le  w h e r e  t h e  c re e k  
curves , te l l  h i m  t h e y ' l l  d r i v e  t h e  t r u c k  to  t h e  n e x t  w i d e  
spot.  N i c k  w a tc h e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  rea r  w i n d o w  as Jesse, 
s t a n d in g  at t h e  s ide o f  t h e  road, reaches  to  u n h o o k  t h e  
lu re  f r o m  h is  rod.
"O h ,  n o , ” N i c k  says, l a u g h in g .
“ W h a t ? ”
“ Ta k e  a l o o k . ’’
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Walt  stares in to  the  rea rv iew  mirror ,  shakes  his head
and starts  laugh ing  too. The f ingers  of Jesse’s r ig h t  glove
are hooked fast to the  lure, t reb le  barbs sunk in to  wool.
Jesse tries  to free the  hooks w i th o u t  first  r e m o v in g  his
o th e r  glove, and soon both gloved hands  are  hooked  to
the  lure at th e  end of the  pole. "Jesus Christ ," W al t  says,
s to pp ing  the  truck.  " I ’d b e t te r  go give h im a hand.  W h y
d o n ’t you ge t  out  h e re  and fish your way back. At least
one of us o u g h t  to have a l ine in the  w a t e r . ”
Nick picks his way dow n th e  bank. He drags his lure
th rough  a deep  hole  at th e  edge  of the  stream, but his
mind isn't  on fish. I t ’s s trange,  Nick th inks ,  h o w  one
th in g  leads to a n o th e r  and you w ind  up in places you
could never  have predic ted .  Once, years  ago, w h e n  W al t
and Nick and Betty w ere  d r in k in g  af ter  Jesse was in bed,
it must have been th e  w in t e r  before Betty left, th e
conversat ion tu rned  serious, and W al t  m ade  a solemn
proclamation  tha t  if he  and Betty w e re  to die in a car
crash, h e ’d w an t  no one  but Nick to take  care  of Jesse.
“Jesus, W a l t , ” Betty had said. "Thanks  for b r in g in g
everybody down.  W h y ’d you have to say s o m e th in g  like 
that?”
W e need  to th ink  ahead, he said. “You n ever  k n o w  
w hat  m ig h t  h a p p en .”
And w ha t  if Nick d o esn ’t w an t  to be a daddy?” Betty 
said. ‘You ever  stop to th in k  about  tha t?”
“You’d take  him, w o u ld n ’t you Nicky?” W a l t  said. 
Nick hes i ta ted  just long en o u g h  to m ak e  th e m  all feel 
aw kw ard  before he  said, “Of course  I would!”
That  was the  last t ime th e  subject  cam e  up.
If th ings  had w orked  out  differently ,  Nick th inks ,  he 
m ight  have been the  one  to m ar ry  Betty. W h e n  he  and 
W al t  used to stop at th e  re s tau ran t  for breakfast  on th e i r  
way out  of tow n to go f ishing or h u n t in g ,  t h e y ’d sit at
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t h e  c o u n t e r ,  d i p p i n g  toas t  i n  t h e i r  e g g  y o lk s ,  a nd  each  
t i m e  B e t t y  r e f i l l e d  t h e i r  c u p s  o n e  o f  t h e m  w o u l d  say 
s o m e t h i n g  n i c e  to  h e r ,  c o m p e t i n g  a l i t t l e ,  a n d  s h e ’d 
s m i l e  a n d  l i n g e r  a m o m e n t ,  r e a r r a n g e  t h e  sa l t  and  
p e p p e r  shake rs ,  w i p e  d o w n  t h e  c o u n t e r .  A f t e r w a r d s ,  
N i c k  a nd  W a l t  w o u l d  say h o w  t h e y ' d  l i k e  t o  g e t  t o  k n o w  
B e t t y ,  and  h o w  B e t t y  su re  s e e m e d  l i k e  a n i c e  g i r l .  Bu t  
W a l t  asked  h e r  o u t  f i r s t ,  s i m p l e  as t h a t .  A n d  N i c k  n e v e r  
d i d  a n y t h i n g  t o  i n t e r f e r e .  W o m e n  c a m e  and  w e n t  in  
N i c k ’s l i fe ,  b u t  n o t h i n g  se r ious ,  n o t h i n g  p e r m a n e n t .
N i c k  q u i t s  t h e  h o l e  w i t h o u t  a s t r i k e  a nd  heads  b a ck  
f o r  t h e  t r u c k .  H e  h o p e s  W a l t  w a s n ’ t  t o o  sa rcas t i c  w i t h  
t h e  boy ,  h a l f  e x p e c t s  t o  see tea rs  in  jesse s eyes.  B u t  Jesse 
l ies  s t r e t c h e d  o u t  o n  t h e  seat  l i k e  h e  s t a k i n g  a nap ,  and  
W a l t  leans  a g a in s t  t h e  s ide  o f  t h e  t r u c k .
“ H e r e , ” W a l t  says, “ 1 o w e  y o u  s o m e  g loves .  Had to  c u t
t h e m  loose."
“ D o n ’ t w o r r y  a b o u t  i t , ” N i c k  says. “ 1 h e y  w e r e  g e t t i n g
o ld  a n y w a y . "
jesse g e ts  o u t  o f  t h e  cab  a nd  a p o lo g i z e s  to  N i c k .
“ S o r r y  I r u i n e d  y o u r  g loves ,  N i c k . "  h e  says.
" N o  p r o b l e m ,  N i c k  says. " I t s  o k a y .  A n d  h e  pats  
Jesse’s s h o u ld e r ,  t w i c e ,  a w k w a r d l y .
T h e  n e x t  t i m e  t h e y  s top ,  N i c k  l i n g e r s  at t h e  t r u c k  
w h i l e  W a l t  a nd  Jesse d i s a p p e a r  t o w a r d  t h e  s t re a m .  He 
g e ts  a b e e r  f r o m  t h e  c o o le r ,  d r i n k s  a t h i r d  o f  i t ,  a nd  s tu f fs  
t w o  m o r e  in  h is  ves t .  I t  fee ls  g o o d  to  be a lo n e  a f e w  
m i n u t e s .
N i c k  s t a r t e d  t h i s  bus iness  a b o u t  k i s s i n g  t h e  f i sh  t h e  
f i r s t  m o r n i n g  t h e y  w e n t  o u t .  I t  w a s  ju s t  s o m e t h i n g  s i l l y  
to  say, s o m e t h i n g  to  l i g h t e n  t h e  m o o d .  I t  s g o o d  f o r  Jesse 
to  see W a l t  b e i n g  s i l l y ,  he  t h i n k s .  O u t s i d e  o f  w a t c h i n g  
h is  l a n g u a g e  a l i t t l e ,  N i c k  has t r i e d  to  ac t  as i f  Jesse 
w e r e n ’ t t h e r e ,  t e l l i n g  s t u p i d  jokes ,  s i n g i n g  songs  w i t h
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lyrics based on road signs.
He made  up th e  ru le  about  k iss ing  th e  fish to tease  the  
boy. but the  m ore  he  t h in k s  about  it, t h e  m o re  he  l ikes 
the  idea. He r e m e m b e r s  a story  he once  read  about  a boy 
who goes bear  h u n t i n g  for th e  first t ime,  and  a f te r  the  
boy kills a bear th e  seasoned h u n te r s  sm ear  its blood on 
the  boy's face. For reasons h e ’s no t  sure  of, Nick w an ts  
some sort of r i tual  for je sse ’s first trou t .  He w an ts  the  
boy to r e m e m b e r  it forever.  He w a n t s  to be pa r t  of it 
himself.
Now, however ,  Nick is b e g i n n i n g  to lose faith.  I t ’s 
possible, he  th inks ,  tha t  Jesse w o n ’t c a tch  one .  For t h r e e  
days t h e y ’ve pu t  h im  bn all t h e  best  holes,  done  
e v e r y th in g  shor t  of c as t in g  th e  boy’s line,  but s o m eh o w  
Jesse screws it up: he  m akes  too big  a splash w i th  th e  
lure, he  snags a b ranch  and  scares th e  fish away.  Nick 
is b e g in n in g  to u n d e rs tan d  w h y  W al t  loses p a t i e n ce  
somet imes ,  w hy  he  rides  th e  boy so hard .  If on ly  Jesse 
would land a n ice  fish. One  fish. T hen  W a l t  w o u l d n ’t 
badger  him and the  kid could re lax  a l i t t le  and  en joy  
himself .
And if he  d o e sn ’t, well, life will go on,  but i t ’ll be just  
one  m ore  t h i n g  g e t t i n g  b e tw e e n  W al t  and Jesse. W a l t  
pressures  the  boy, Nick th inks ,  e x p e c t s  too m u ch  from 
a twelve  year old. But w h o  is he  to c r i t ic ize?  H e’s no t  
the  boy’s fa ther.
Nick t ilts  his beer  s t r a ig h t  up and d r in k s  too fast, th e  
cold h u r t i n g  his temples.  His s tom ach  sudden ly  feels 
bloated and for a m o m e n t  h e ’s afraid he  m ig h t  be sick, 
but th e  fee l ing  passes.
Nick sees W al t  s i t t in g  w i th  his back aga ins t  a tree ,  
facing the  c reek ,  and slowly picks  his way d ow n  the  
slope toward  his fr iend.
“Beer?" Nick says, h a n d in g  W a l t  a can.
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“Thanks. I probably shouldn' t ,  but w ha t  th e  hell."
They look down the  s tream forty  yards w h e re  jesse 
systematical ly th row s  out  his lure,  th en  re t r ieves  it, 
t ime af ter t ime.
“You’ve got to hand it to him," Nick says. “The li t t le 
bastard is s t ick ing  w i th  it. He h a sn ’t given up y e t .”
“Yeah. I would have th o u g h t  h e ’d lose in te re s t  by 
now. Guess this is a l i t t le d if fe rent  from th e  kind of 
fishing they  do in California."
“Crappie," Nick says and laughs.
“Chris t .” W al t  shakes  his head.
W al t  is s ta r ing  at his beer  can w h e n  Nick says, “Look." 
jesse’s rod is ben t  toward  th e  water .  The boy starts 
shouting.
“Dad. Dad. I’ve got  one."
“Jesus Christ ," W al t  says, and he runs  th ro u g h  the  
trees  to help  th e  boy land th e  fish.
“Keep your tip up ,” W al t  shouts  as he  runs. “Don’t 
give him any slack."
jesse is laugh ing  and ho ld ing  th e  pole s t ra igh t  up, its 
t ip cu rv ing  down,  w h e n  th e  m en  arrive.
“ Bring him in," W al t  says. “You’re do ing  f ine .”
W h e n  th e  fish breaks  w a te r  close to shore, W al t  
charges  in to  the  s tream, up to his knees  in th e  cu r ren t .  
He squats b e tw een  th e  fish and th e  deeper  w a te r  and 
gets both hands down to m ake  sure th e  fish c a n ’t get  
away. Still laughing,  Jesse holds th e  rod tip up. W al t  
scoops the  fish w i th  both hands and presses it against  
the  bank, ho ld ing  it t h e r e  unti l  th e  fish quits s lapping 
its tail against th e  rocks. He takes  out th e  hooks and 
holds th e  fish for his son to see.
“W h a t  is it?" Jesse takes  th e  fish from him.
“ Brown trout ,"  W al t  says. " I ’d guess th i r t e e n  inches."
“W ay  to go, Jess,” Nick says.
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Jesse holds th e  fish, its skin spo t ted  red  and  yellow, its 
black eyes  sh in ing ,  gills w o r k i n g  th e  air.
“Okay, Jess,” W a l t  says. “Give it a kiss.”
Jesse looks at t h e  g l i s t e n in g  fish.
“No w ay .”
“C’m o n ” W al t  shouts,  t o w e r i n g  over  th e  boy. “ Kiss 
it."
“H u h - u h , ” Jesse says, but n o w  h e ’s g r in n i n g .
W al t  s tar ts  to c han t .
“Kiss th e  f ish . ‘ Kiss th e  fish .”
Nick jo ins  in. T he i r  voices  a re  deep , loud, b o u n c in g  
off th e  rocky  canyon  walls.
“ Kiss th e  fish. Kiss th e  fish. Kiss t h e  fish.”
Jesse raises th e  t ro u t  to his face. He kisses t h e  fish just  
above its m outh .
“Yeah!” W a l t  and Nick shout .
“Yes! Yes! All r ig h t !”
Jesse puts  th e  fish back in to  th e  shal low w a t e r  and 
holds it agains t  t h e  c u r r e n t  as h e ’s w a tc h e d  W a l t  and 
Nick do. It works  its gills but d o e s n ’t move. Finally,  t h e  
fish w igg les  ou t  of his hand, d i s ap p e a r in g  quick ly  as a 
m o r n i n g  d ream  in to  t h e  d e e p e r  w a ter .
After Jesse’s first fish, Nick and W a l t  quit  g iv in g  h im  
advice about  w h e r e  to fish and  w h a t  to do. T h e y  stop 
th e  truck,  grab  th e i r  poles, and  head  for t h e  w a ter ,  
leaving  Jesse to find his ow n  spot.  Still, before  e i t h e r  of 
the  m en  has a s tr ike ,  Jesse hooks  a n o t h e r  fish and  lands 
th is  one  w i th o u t  help.
“T h a t ’s tw o  for m e  today ,” Jesse says w h e n  t h e y ’re  
back at th e  t ruck .  “How m an y  have  you cau g h t ,  Nick?”
“Tw o ,” Nick says.
‘‘How about you, Dad? How m an y  have  you c a u g h t  
today?”
"The day ’s no t  over yet,  sm ar t  ass,” W a l t  says.
C u t B a n k
“ So I ’ve cau g h t  tw o ,  and N ic k 's  c a u g h t  tw o ,  and you 
h a ve n ’ t c a u g h t  any. A l l  1 need is to  ca tch  one  m ore . 
Then  I ’ l l have m o re  than  bo th  o f  yo u .”
“ Jeez, th e  k id  ca tches a f ish  and he tu rn s  in to  joe  
Sportsm an," N ic k  says.
“ T w o  f ish ,"  Jesse says.
“ Excuse m e .”
“ Hey, Dad," Jesse says. “ I f  you ca tch  a fish today, d o n ’ t 
fo rg e t  to  kiss i t . "
W a l t  stares at th e  boy, doesn ’ t say a n y th in g .
The  sun d isappears b e h in d  a c loud . Gusts sweep 
th ro u g h  th e  canyon  and scu ff th e  sm oo th  w a te r  on th e  
deep holes. T h e y ’re g e t t in g  close to  th e  end o f  th e  road, 
and i t ’s w e a r in g  in to  la te  a f te rn o o n .  W h e n  th e y  stop 
the  t ru c k ,  Jesse races ahead to  ge t  th e  best spot. W a l t  
and N ic k  f in is h  th e i r  beers be fo re  th e y  fo l lo w .
“ W e l l ,  he c a u g h t  a f is h , ” N ic k  says. “ He even kissed 
th e  s o n - o f -a -b i t c h .  I s t i l l  c a n ’ t be l ie ve  tha t .  T h a t was 
g rea t."
“ Yeah. E xce p t n o w  he th in k s  h e ’s h o t  sh i t . "
“ H e ’s h a v in g  fu n , ” N ic k  says. “ H e ’s a k id ."
"Yeah. I can ju s t  see i t  n o w . H e ’ ll g e t  back ho m e  and 
t h e y ’ ll g a th e r  a roun d  th e  s w im m in g  poo l and Jesse w i l l  
r e -e n a c t  th e  g re a t  ba t t le .  B e t ty ’ ll say h o w  p roud  she is 
and D ick  th e  dad w i l l  pat h im  on th e  head and s lip  h im  
a t w e n t y . ”
N ic k  m a tches  W a l t ’s stare. T he  boy w i l l  be gone  in  
a co u p le  days, bu t W a l t  w i l l  be th e re  a ll year long . N ic k  
doesn 't  say a n y th in g .
By th e  t im e  W a l t  and N ic k  reach th e  w a te r ,  Jesse is 
a lready  f is h in g .  He th ro w s  h is  lu re  to  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  
stream, looks  ove r  h is  shou lde r  w h i le  he reels.
“ Hey, dad," he says. " I f  I ca tch  a n o th e r  one, I ' l l  le t  you 
kiss i t . "  He stands on a ro c k  at th e  edge o f  th e  w a te r ,
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his head still tu rn e d  tow ard  Walt ,  his smile  a reckless  
gleam.
Jesse’s rod t ip jerks.
"Hey!” he  says. He br ings  th e  small fish in quickly,  
d r a g g in g  it across th e  top of th e  w a ter .  He m a n ag e s  to 
remove  th e  hooks  and  holds  th e  fish up to his fa ther.
"Here  you go ,” he  says, smiling,  his eyes  l a u g h in g  at 
his joke.
W al t  stares at th e  boy, th e n  reaches  for th e  fish. He 
grasps it w i th  one  hand  and raises it to his face, his 
express ion  pe r fec t ly  calm. He br ings  th e  fish to w ard  his 
m o u th  slowly, as t h o u g h  p r e p a r in g  for a luxur ious  kiss, 
his eyes  locked on to  his so n ’s. T hen  he  opens  w id e  and 
chom ps  down,  b i t in g  th ro u g h  th e  backbone ,  t e a r in g  off 
the  head. W al t  bares his t e e t h  and  blood runs  out  his 
m outh .  The  fish body wriggles ,  b l eed in g  in W a l t ’s hand  
unti l  it slips to th e  rocks, f lopping. W a l t  spits  th e  head 
toward  the  boy and it lands at his feet.  Jesse looks from 
th e  fish head to his fa ther,  and  th e  blood dra ins  from th e  
boy’s face a long  w i th  his smile.  Tears  well  in his eyes.  
For a m o m e n t  th e  only  sound is w a te r  s lapp ing  rocks. 
T h e y ’re all frozen in place. T hen  Jesse tu rn s  to th e  
s tream and vomits.  Bent over,  gagg ing ,  he  s tar ts  to sob.
Nick steps fo rward  and grabs  W a l t ’s arm but W al t  
th row s  h im  off and moves tow ard  th e  boy, takes  Jesse by 
the  shoulders  and s t r a ig h te n s  him. Tears  s t ream  dow n 
Jesse’s cheeks .  His body shakes  and  his m o u th  is tw is ted  
w i th  r e t c h i n g  and fear. Blood drips  off W a l t ’s ch in .  He 
holds the  boy at a r m ’s leng th ,  looks at  his face. Nick is 
afraid W al t  will do s o m e t h in g  stupid,  th a t  h e ’ll h u r t  th e  
boy, but s o m e t h in g  tells h im  to stay ou t  of this, tha t  
w h a tev e r  hap p en s  is b e tw e e n  fa th e r  and son. Nick 
d o e sn ’t move. H e w a t c h e s a s W a l t  pulls  Jesse to his ches t  
and holds him there .  Jesse’s Dodgers cap falls to the
ground and th e  boy s t ruggles  to break out  of his fa ther 's  
arms. W al t  tr ies  to speak, but h e ’s c ry in g  now  himself, 
and his words  are  a moan, a gu t tu ra l  plea. He presses his 
bloody m o u th  against  th e  top of Jesse’s head.
Nick lowers  his eyes  to th e  g round  and th in k s  about 
s lipping off quietly,  so W al t  w o n ’t notice .  He takes  a 
couple steps away from th e  s tream and stops. Nick 
realizes  he d o e sn ’t w an t  to leave. He moves  forward  and 
plucks Jesse’s cap from th e  w e t  rocks at th e  edge  of th e  
rush ing  w ater .  The boy has quit  s t ru g g l in g  agains t  his 
f a th e r ’s e m b race  and th e  tw o of th e m  stand locked 
toge the r ,  ro c k in g  slowly, W al t  speak ing  low and fast 
into th e  boy’s b loodstained hair, Jesse’s shoulders  sh u d ­
de r in g  each t im e  he  breathes .  They d o n ’t look at Nick, 
who  s tands still for a m o m e n t  and f ingers  th e  cap before 
he picks up his f ish ing  pole and walks  to th e  t ruck  alone.
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